
Mort McBain: Administrator could 

fix Wausau City Hall (column) 

'A mayor should be the chief visionary, the head 
cheerleader' 
 

I have been reading with interest the goings on at Wausau City Hall 
recently, and would like to offer my opinion on how we can improve 

Wausau's city government, and why we should care about this. 

Wausau is vitally important to Marathon County, not only as our county seat but also as an economic engine for the 
rest of the county. Make no mistake about it: Wausau is big business. 

I believe it's time for Wausau to step up and start conducting business in a more transparent and effective fashion. I 
believe it's time for Wausau to follow the example of many other local governments when it comes to managing the 
day-to-day affairs of our largest city. 

Just within Marathon County, we have professional administrators in Kronenwetter, Weston, Mosinee and Rib 

Mountain, and a full-time administrator has functioned successfully in the county itself for over 30 years. Every school 
district I am aware of hires an administrator to manage the day-to-day affairs of the district on behalf of the elected 
school board. Every major business hires a manager or CEO to manage the business, and even nonprofit agencies hire 
a director or manager to administer the agency on behalf of their boards of directors. 

A city administrator or manager is a trained professional who has the experience and background to manage the 
business of the city, thus allowing the mayor and city council to function properly in their roles as visionaries and 

policymakers, and to act on behalf of and representing their constituents. 

Mayor should focus on vision 

A mayor should be the chief visionary, the head cheerleader, a figurehead and the "face" of the city to the public at 
large and to other elected officials. A mayor should be an example of honesty and integrity and a goodwill ambassador 
on behalf of the city. 

If a mayor is properly fulfilling this role, the mayor does not have time to also function as the day-to-day manager. 
That job is best left to a trained professional, who is strictly accountable to the mayor and the city council in the 

performance of his or her duties. The mayor and the city council are to set policy, and the administrator is to carry out 
that policy — and make sure city staff are carrying out those policies and following all city, state and federal laws and 
regulations. 

The city administrator typically has a plan of work laid out and agreed upon by the council, annually or semi-annually. 
The council holds the administrator accountable for accomplishing these goals and objectives, and the administrator in 
turn holds department heads and all city staff accountable for acting in a legal, ethical and competent manner to 
accomplish their work. 

Good administration saves money 

Some would argue that hiring a full-time administrator takes away power and authority from the elected mayor. I 
would argue that it does just the opposite. A mayor who can turn to an administrator, an experienced and competent 
individual versed in the intricacies of local government, will soon find that answers and problems are dealt with 
quicker and more effectively by the administrator. An administrator also acts as a buffer of sorts between the elected 
mayor and council and department heads and employees. City council members and the mayor have no need to 

micromanage city employees, and can focus on their proper role as policymakers. 



To those who would argue that a full-time administrator is an added cost to the budget, I would simply state that 
having an administrator in place often saves money, and frequently saves much more than it costs. How much money 
did the city lose over the mismanaged Thomas Street project? Enough said. 

I want to close by commending Wausau City Council members Romey Wagner and Keene Winters and the other 

council members who are working hard to improve how things are done at City Hall. Change is always hard, but in 
this case I believe it is essential to look at how things can, and must, improve in Wausau city government if we are to 
remain competitive and viable in this evolving and changing economy. 

We need only look at surrounding municipalities and Marathon County itself to see what makes them different and 
more successful with their governance structure. I believe it's time for a change at Wausau City Hall. I believe it's 
time for a city administrator. 

Mort McBain was Marathon County Administrator for 21 years. He retired in 2008. 

(This article was reprinted from the Wausau Daily Herald Archive) 

 


